The Influence of Social Structures on Business/IT Alignment by Walentowitz, Katja et al.
Association for Information Systems
AIS Electronic Library (AISeL)
All Sprouts Content Sprouts
12-6-2010
The Influence of Social Structures on Business/IT
Alignment
Katja Walentowitz
University of Bamberg, katja.walentowitz@uni-bamberg.de
Daniel Beimborn
University of Bamberg, daniel.beimborn@uni-bamberg.de
Tim Weitzel
University of Bamberg, weitzel@uni-bamberg.de
Follow this and additional works at: http://aisel.aisnet.org/sprouts_all
This material is brought to you by the Sprouts at AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). It has been accepted for inclusion in All Sprouts Content by an
authorized administrator of AIS Electronic Library (AISeL). For more information, please contact elibrary@aisnet.org.
Recommended Citation
Walentowitz, Katja; Beimborn, Daniel; and Weitzel, Tim, " The Influence of Social Structures on Business/IT Alignment" (2010). All
Sprouts Content. 364.
http://aisel.aisnet.org/sprouts_all/364
Working Papers on Information Systems ISSN 1535-6078
The Influence of Social Structures on Business/IT Alignment
Katja Walentowitz
University of Bamberg, Germany
Daniel Beimborn
University of Bamberg, Germany
Tim Weitzel
University of Bamberg, Germany
Abstract
Motivated by the importance of business/IT alignment for IT value creation and the fact that
despite an extensive stream of literature discussing drivers of and success factors for
alignment, the problem of reaching business/IT alignment is still not fully solved and
alignment still ranks among the top three concerns of CIOs, we strive to explain alignment
success based on the social structures present at the interface of business and IT on an
operational level. While such structures at top management level are prominently discussed
success factors of alignment, the analogues structures on the operational level are rarely
discussed and there is a substantial gap in understanding the nature of these social structures
and how they affect IT business value. We extend our prior research, which identified social
patterns that are potentially beneficial for business/IT alignment, by adding detailed
explanations of why these are beneficial to business/IT alignment. Hence, this paper
contributes to existing research by providing new insights to the general assumption that
social structures are important and by explaining why, despite the vivid discussion, still many
firms fail to establish business/IT alignment. We find that strong bridges at the interface
between business and IT, as well as strong connections of interface actors with their
management and their unit are advantageous for the creation of IT/business knowledge,
solidarity between IT and business and the power of the interface actors between IT and
business, and in this way are beneficial for business/IT alignment.
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THE INFLUENCE OF SOCIAL STRUCTURES ON BUSINESS/IT 
ALIGNMENT 
Katja Walentowitz, Daniel Beimborn, Tim Weitzel 
University of Bamberg (Germany) 




Motivated by the importance of business/IT alignment for IT value creation and the 
fact that despite an extensive stream of literature discussing drivers of and success 
factors for alignment, the problem of reaching business/IT alignment is still not fully 
solved and alignment still ranks among the top three concerns of CIOs, we strive to 
explain alignment success based on the social structures that are present at the 
interface of business and IT on an operational level. While such structures at top 
management level are prominently discussed success factors of alignment, the 
analogues structures on the operational level have rarely been analyzed and there is 
a substantial gap in understanding the nature of these social structures and how they 
affect IT business value. We extend our prior research, which identified social 
patterns that are potentially beneficial for business/IT alignment, by adding detailed 
explanations of why these are beneficial for business/IT alignment. 
Hence, this paper contributes to existing research by providing new insights to the 
general assumption that social structures are important and by explaining why, 
despite the vivid discussion, still many firms fail to establish business/IT alignment.  
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We find that strong bridges at the interface between business and IT, as well as 
strong connections of interface actors with their management and their unit are 
advantageous for the creation of IT/business knowledge, solidarity between IT and 
business and the power of the interface actors between IT and business, and in this 
way are beneficial for business/IT alignment.  
Keywords: Business/IT alignment, social network analysis, operational alignment 
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There is a general consensus amongst researchers that alignment of business and IT 
is of vital importance for the creation of business value from IT (Henderson and 
Venkatraman, 1993; Rockart et al., 1996). Yet, although literature provides a lot of 
information about the drivers for and success factors of business/IT alignment (e.g., 
Kearns and Lederer, 2003; Reich and Benbasat 2000), empirically, reaching 
alignment is still an unsolved problem and it has constantly ranked among the top 
three concerns of CIOs in the last few years (e.g., Luftman and Ben-Zvi, 2010, 
Luftman et al., 2009). 
Motivated by the fact that the business/IT partnership is among the IS resources most 
beneficial for a sustained competitive advantage from IT (Wade and Hulland, 2004) 
and by the long-lasting and advantageous character of "relationship-based structures 
that transcend the formal division of labor and coordination of tasks" (Chan, 2002, p. 
106), a lot of researchers have discussed such structures. However, the majority of 
articles discussing social arguments in the context of business/IT alignment focuses 
on the top management level, e.g., a high degree of communication between IT and 
business executives as well as cross-domain knowledge among these executives. 
Only few authors discuss operational structures and most of them refer to project 
scenarios or do not differentiate between hierarchical levels (Walentowitz et al., 
2011). Benbya and McKelvey (2006), e.g., argue that communication and cross-
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domain knowledge need to be present "at all levels" (p. 289). Hence, little is known 
yet about the precise nature of these structures on an operational level, e.g., whether 
beneficial structures on operational level are the same structures as on top 
management level (Walentowitz et al., 2011).  
However, we assume that structures on operational level are equally important to 
successfully align business and IT. While strategies are developed at top 
management level, they need to be implemented and carried out on the operational 
level to be effective (Chan and Reich, 2007). Furthermore, developing an integrated 
business and IT strategy and respective plans is a highly formalized process that is 
carried out at pre-defined points in time, involving a well defined set of top 
managers. However, implementing these strategies is a task of day-to-day work, 
involving a lot more actors, which may include less formalized processes. Thus, it 
may be based on more complex social structures on this operational level. Therefore, 
we focus our research on socio-structural patterns at operational level and strive to 
answer the following research question: How do particular patterns of social 
structure between operational staff of business and IT enhance business/IT 
alignment? 
In the following, we will first define the dimension of alignment that will serve as 
our dependent variable in this research and then go on to describe socio-structural 
patterns that have been identified to be potentially important in prior research 
(Walentowitz et al., 2010). We will then develop a model that explains why exactly 
the socio-structural patterns identified positively influence business/IT alignment. 
Finally, we discuss implications and limitations of this research.  
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
Business/IT alignment is an important pre-requisite for the creation of business value 
from IT: "Most companies spend too much [on IT] and get very little in return" (a 
senior executive cited in Carr, 2003, p. 49). Business/IT alignment, however, puts 
firms in a position to choose and implement the right IT that fits their strategy and 
processes and hence to get a greater return on IT investment (Henderson and 
Venkatraman, 1993). There are three principal dimensions of alignment discussed in 
literature (Chan and Reich, 2007):1  
Strategic alignment is "the degree to which the IT mission, objectives, and plans 
support and are supported by the business mission, objectives, and plans" (Reich and 
Benbasat, 1996, p. 56). It consists of an intellectual and a social aspect. Intellectually, 
it refers to the existence of interrelated plans, while socially mutual commitment of 
business and IT executives to these plans is of vital importance (Reich and Benbasat, 
1996). 
In structurally aligned firms, structures like reporting relationships support the 
business strategy (Chan and Reich, 2007). Chan (2002) highlights the importance of 
informal structures, i.e., "the relationship-based structures that transcend the formal 
division of labor and coordination of tasks" (p. 107), which also need to support 
business strategy. 
Cultural alignment discusses the compatibility of cultural elements such as a 
planning and communication style of business and IT (Pyburn, 1983). 
                                              
1  The following presentation of the three dimensions of alignment builds on a similar discussion in 
Walentowitz et al. (2011). 
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All three dimensions consider aspects of social structures: While social strategic 
alignment discusses common goals and objectives, the structural dimension is 
entirely focused on social structures. Finally, the cultural dimension comprises, e.g., 
communication (Walentowitz et al., 2011). Therefore, we aim at disclosing these 
structures and their relation to business/IT alignment. 
In order to precisely describe and compare such structures we draw on social 
network analysis (SNA), a method, which is motivated by the assumption that 
besides attributes of individual actors (e.g., their role, status, age, origin, gender, 
etc.), relations between multiple actors in a group are also influential with regards to 
the actors' behavior and performance. Such relations can have various contents 
depending on the phenomenon analyzed. Examples include "knows", "is a friend of", 
"likes", "trusts" or "shares ambitions of" (Wasserman and Faust, 2007). 
When applying SNA, researchers assemble networks describing such relations 
between actors and calculate measures that describe the whole network's structure, 
e.g., its density, or the position of individual actors in the network, e.g., their 
centrality. As we will in the following focus on roles of individual actors, we focus 
on the concept of centrality, which describes how important an actor is in the 
network. There are three types of centrality. Degree-centrality, describes how many 
actors are adjacent to the focal actor. Closeness-centrality, describes how well a focal 
actor can reach the other actors in the network directly or via other actors and is 
based on the lengths of paths between her and the other actors: the shorter the paths, 
the higher her centrality. Betweenness-centrality describes the influence that an actor 
has on the transfer of resources in that network, e.g., information, by measuring how 
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often this focal actor is part of the shortest path between two other actors 
(Wasserman and Faust, 2007). 
APPROACH 
Overview 
In order to develop a model that answers the above stated research question, we  first 
define what exactly alignment is in the context of this research based on a review of 
alignment literature, extracting available definitions of alignment and then 
identifying the most suitable definition for our research.  
We then describe and define precise social structures that have a positive impact on 
alignment and that have been identified in prior research (Walentowitz et al., 2010) 
based on theories related to SNA (e.g., Granovetter (1973); Tiwana (2008)). We 
extend this prior research by developing a theory that links the alignment definition 
of the first step to these social structures, identifying factors that mediate and explain 
this relation.  
Literature Review2 
In order to assure a persistently high quality of articles to include in the literature 
review, we focus our research on the journals of the extended AIS Senior Scholars' 
Basket, i.e., EJIS, ISJ, ISR, JAIS, JIT, JMIS, JSIS and MISQ. This provides us with 
articles that have been approved in the course of an unbiased, independent, double-
blind peer-review (AISnet.org, 2007). In these journals, we searched for articles with 
                                              
2  The literature review has been used not only to identify definitions of alignment but also to disclose socio-
structural arguments in alignment research. Results from this second aspect of the literature review will be 
published in Walentowitz et al. (2011). As this previous paper uses the same literature review as does the 
present research, the first paragraph of the literature review approach section, which discusses how articles 
were identified, is based on Walentowitz et al. (2011). 
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"*align*" in title, abstract, subject terms or author supplied keywords and included 
issues published between January 2000 and May 2010, which led to 82 articles in the 
search results. We excluded 35 articles from the further analysis because they dealt 
with other forms of alignment, e.g., alignment of incentives in an integrated supply 
chain (Fang et al., 2008), or because alignment presented only a side note. Six 
articles were excluded because they were either literature reviews (e.g., Chan and 
Reich, 2007) or were non-peer-reviewed, e.g., executive overviews of other articles 
(e.g., Applegate, 2000). We thoroughly analyzed the remaining 41 articles, in which 
business/IT alignment played a major role. 
During this analysis, one author classified the articles regarding the type of alignment 
they discussed and mapped these definitions on the Strategic Alignment Model 
(SAM). We chose the SAM because it provides a comprehensive overview of 
alignment and because it is widely accepted among researchers (Chan and Reich, 
2007). In cases where the definition of alignment was not verbally provided or the 
verbal definition differed from the one in eventual measurement models, we followed 
the definition provided in the measurement model since this definition was the one, 
which the final findings of the authors were based on. 
We distinguished definitions of alignment from dimensions of alignment: A 
dimension of alignment in this research represents a link between two elements, e.g., 
between business and I/T strategy or between business strategy and I/S infrastructure 
and processes. A definition, in contrast, might encompass several dimensions. The 
SAM, e.g., is a multivariate definition of alignment discussing the six possible 
alignment dimensions between its four elements, i.e., business strategy, I/T strategy, 
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organizational infrastructure and processes and I/S infrastructure and processes 
(Henderson and Venkatraman, 1993).  
Alignment definitions discussing multiple dimensions of alignment were mapped on 
a corresponding number of appropriate dimensions of the SAM.  
THEORY BUILDING 
Definition of the Dependent Variable Alignment 
In order to develop the definition of our dependent variable alignment, we used this 
mapping of alignment definitions on the SAM as a starting point. The dimension of 
alignment discussed most frequently is the alignment of business and I/T strategies 
(18 articles). Articles are mostly based on the definition of intellectual strategic 
alignment as defined by Reich and Benbasat (1996), i.e., "the state in which IT and 
business objectives are consistent and valid" (p. 57). Ten articles discuss definitions 
that contain dimensions that cannot be mapped on the SAM. Reich and Benbasat 
(2000), e.g., introduce the social dimension of strategic alignment, which refers to 
"the state in which business and IS executives in an organizational unit understand 
and are committed to each other's mission, objectives, and plans" (p. 57). Twelve 
articles use alignment definitions that comprise multiple dimensions of alignment. 
Three of these twelve articles follow a multivariate approach. Avison et al. (2004) 
very closely follow the propositions of Henderson and Venkatraman (1993), while 
the remaining two articles (i.e., Mehta and Hirschheim (2007) as well as Wijnhoven 
et al. (2006)) develop ideal profiles across these multiple dimensions, following the 
approach of "fit as profile deviation" (Chan and Huff, 1993). The remaining articles 
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deeply focus on one dimension of alignment. Table 1 shows the allocation of the 
articles on the dimensions of the SAM.  
Table 1 Allocation of articles on the dimensions of alignment 
Dimension Number of Articles 
Strategic integration 18
Operational integration 13
Strategic fit on IT side 6
Strategic fit on business side 4
Cross-domain: Business strategy with I/S infrastructure and 
processes (automation) 
15
Cross-domain: I/T strategy with organizational 
infrastructure and processes (linkage) 
2
Dimensions not part of the SAM, e.g., social strategic 
alignment in Reich and Benbasat (2000) 
10
 
Besides strategic integration, i.e., the existence of interrelated business and IT 
strategies, which is the most frequently discussed dimension of alignment (18 
articles), two other dimensions are salient in the discussion: The cross-domain 
alignment of business strategy and I/S infrastructure and processes, also referred to 
as automation, as well as operational integration, i.e., the alignment of business 
infrastructure and processes and I/S infrastructure and processes.  
The 15 articles, which discuss automation mostly focus on the extend to that the IT 
application portfolio mirrors the strategic orientation of the business, i.e., they 
analyze whether, e.g., companies focusing on cost leadership rather invest in IT 
suitable for cost reduction than in IT supporting, e.g., market research (e.g., Tallon, 
2010).  
Operational integration, defined by Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) as the 
"coherence between the organizational requirements and expectations and the 
delivery capability within the I/S function" (p. 8f.), is the third dimension most 
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frequently discussed. While the definition by Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) 
comprises more elements of I/S and business infrastructure and processes, most 
articles refer especially to the degree to which business processes and business 
requirements are adequately implemented and supported in the IT application 
portfolio (e.g., Dreiling et al., 2006). 
Among the identified dimensions of alignment, whether part of the SAM or not, we 
use operational integration as our dependent variable and focus especially on the 
coherence of business processes and requirements and their support by the IT 
application portfolio as do most of the articles analyzed. For example, a firm reaches 
operational integration when business requirements are supported by the IT 
applications as desired by the business unit and when changes to the requirements 
can be reflected in the IT applications in due time, i.e., users do not have to 
complement their system use with individual excel-spreadsheets because the IT 
officially provided is not sufficient. 
There are two reasons for our choice: First our research object are social structures 
on the operational level, which are much closer linked to the IT application portfolio 
and its alignment with business processes than to IT and business strategy and their 
alignment, which are developed by top management. Second, Holland and Skarke 
(2008) argue that "above all, aligning IT and business isn’t a matter of aligning 
business and IT goals but, rather, aligning business processes with IT applications, 
the IT processes, and supporting architecture" (p. 45) and Chan and Reich (2007) 
argue that "formal strategies are often only implemented at the upper levels of the 
organizations, yet strategy is carried out on the front line" (p. 301), i.e., the ultimate 
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goal is to have an IT that supports business processes, i.e., operational integration, 
not to have strategies that match each other. However, as Henderson and 
Venkatraman (1993) argue, alignment is a multivariate construct involving business 
and I/T strategy as well as business and I/S infrastructure and processes. Hence, 
operational integration, our dependent variable, is closely linked to strategic 
alignment. It is also clear that an unaligned strategy may influence alignment on the 
operational level, since I/S staff might receive contradicting directions by their IT 
management and their counterparts on the business side, who in turn receive 
directions from the business management not aligned with the directions provided by 
I/T management. 
Social Arguments for Alignment 
The weak-tie theory by Granovetter (1973) and the related research by Tiwana 
(2008) on innovative project alliances served as a starting point for the identification 
of structures positively influencing alignment. They distinguish between strong, 
weak and bridging ties and define strong ties based on the amount of time, the 
emotional intensity, the intimacy (mutual confiding), and the reciprocal services" 
(Granovetter, 1973, p. 1361) as well as shared language and shared goals (Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal, 1998). They foster "greater motivation to be of assistance and are 
typically more easily available" (Granovetter, 1982, p. 113).  
Thus, they combine the attributes of relations that have been identified to be of 
importance for the relationship of business and IT executives at the top management 
level, i.e., communication, cross-domain knowledge, shared goals and trust 
(Walentowitz et al., 2011).  
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Weak ties are characterized by a lack of the above and are more likely to be bridges 
(Granovetter, 1973). Bridging ties connect otherwise not connected sub-groups 
(Granovetter, 1973). While strong ties improve the capability to exchange knowledge 
because of cross-domain knowledge, a shared language and the motivation to invest 
time in this exchange (Nahapiet, Ghoshal, 1998), bridges offer theoretical access to 
new knowledge because they create more and shorter paths between actors in a 
network, thus enhancing the information flow which is inversely proportional to the 
lengths of paths in a network (Granovetter, 1973). Hence, both types of ties, strong 
and weak ones, have complementary advantages (Tiwana, 2008): actors with a lot of 
weak ties that are bridges can identify potentially helpful knowledge, while actors 
with few strong ties can act as "brokers, translators, and interpreters" of that 
knowledge (Tiwana, 2008, p. 259).  
Prior research has built on these attributes of strong and weak ties and has based on 
Tiwana's (2008) theory on innovative projects identified three structures of social 
relations on operational level to be beneficial for alignment (Walentowitz et al., 
2010). These are 
• S1: Strong, bridging ties at the interface between business and IT, i.e., a high 
betweenness-centrality of actors of business and IT frequently interacting 
with actors from the respective other unit (referred to as interface actors in the 
following) combined with high average tie strength of ties between these 
actors. 
• S2: A strong connection of interface actors within their own unit, i.e., a high 
closeness-centrality of interface actors in the network of their unit. 
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• S3: A strong connection of interface actors with their management, i.e., a 
high closeness-centrality of interface actors in the network with their 
management (Walentowitz et al., 2010). 
In the following we will further describe these structures.  
Business IT Business IT
S1:Strong, bridging ties at the 
interface between business and IT
S2: Strong connection of interface 
actors within their own unit
Business IT
S3:Strong connection of interface 
actors with their management  
Figure 1 Socio-structural patterns with positive effect on alignment 
(Walentowitz et al., 2010) 
 
Strong, bridging ties at the interface between business and IT (S1) allow 
interface actors at the same time to efficiently manage communication between 
business and IT and to effectively integrate information received from the other unit. 
Based on their strong ties they are able to communicate effectively, using a shared 
language and understanding complex concepts from the respective other domain. 
They can also trust in each other and discuss issues without having to fear that the 
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respective other will use the knowledge about issues to harm the other (Walentowitz 
et al., 2010) since trust is defined as "the belief that results of somebody's intended 
action will be appropriate from our point of view" (Misztal, 1996, p. 9–10).  
As mentioned above, these aspects are also relevant at the top management level 
(Walentowitz et al., 2010). In addition to that, a bridging character of these strong 
ties becomes important on operational level due to the higher number of actors 
involved. Interface actors, who are connected to the other unit via bridges, can 
channel the information flow between business and IT. They thus ensure efficient, 
non-conflicting communication (Walentowitz et al., 2010) because they create more 
and shorter paths between the two units.  
In the context of business/IT alignment, we found that ties at the interface can and 
should at the same time be strong and bridging in order to ensure efficient and 
effective communication. Although, Granovetter (1973) argued that bridges are 
seldom strong ties, we argue that in the context of the business/IT interface, people 
build stronger ties more often because of their organizational roles than due to 
personal reasons. Hence, there is less incentive to get further people within their unit 
involved with actors from the other unit and thus to transform bridges that have 
grown strong over time into non-bridging strong ties (Walentowitz et al., 2010).  
In the following we will describe how exactly the connection of interface actors via 
strong bridging ties improves alignment:  
First, it allows interface actors to effectively communicate with each other and to 
develop solutions, i.e., create new knowledge, about how the IT application portfolio 
can best support business processes.  
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Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) argue that knowledge is, just as any other new 
resource, created through exchange and combination of existing resources. Therein, 
combination refers to creating new knowledge either through the combination of 
previously unconnected pieces of knowledge or through new ways of combining 
previously connected pieces of knowledge. Exchange of these pieces of knowledge is 
necessary prior to their combination if they are held by different individuals or 
groups (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 
In the context of business/IT alignment, e.g., in case of a business process change, 
often the relevant IT application needs to be altered in order to support this change. 
Hence, IT and business actors need to combine and exchange their knowledge about 
the changes in the business process (held by the business unit) and the 
implementation of the current business process (held by the IT unit) in order to create 
new knowledge and to answer the question how this changed business process can be 
best supported by IT and hence to alter the IT application to mirror the new business 
process (operational integration).  
Such combination and exchange of knowledge of the IT and the business interface 
actor is supported by strong ties between these actors in terms of frequent interaction, 
cross-domain knowledge, shared goals and trust (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998).  
• They provide access to parties to exchange or combine knowledge with: 
Interaction makes people aware of other people possessing relevant 
information to combine with own knowledge; cross-domain knowledge, esp. 
the ability to communicate in each other's language, is a primary condition to 
have access to another person's knowledge since their language is the means 
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by which people communicate and exchange information (Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal, 1998). 
• They foster anticipation of value through exchange or combination of 
intellectual capital: cross-domain knowledge provides an actor with the 
ability to roughly understand the other's domain even before the exchange of 
information and thus to estimate the value that may result from further 
exchange with that other person (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 
• They foster motivation to exchange or combine intellectual capital: Following 
the definition of trust by Misztal (1996) provided above, trust between the 
interface actors means that the person, a focal actor exchanges information 
with, does not exploit this information in a way that contradicts the focal 
actor's interests. Thus, if she trusts another person, she will be more 
motivated to engage in combination and exchange with that person (Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal, 1998). 
• They improve the exchange and combination capability: Cross-domain 
knowledge allows two parties to understand the additional information the 
other party is providing and thus to effectively combine this new piece of 
information with knowledge from the actor's own domain. Without cross-
domain knowledge she would not be in a position to properly understand, 
evaluate and combine the new information in context with her domain 
(Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 
When interface actors in a business/IT alignment context interact frequently, they are 
easily accessible for each other in cases of issues, e.g., when a change in a business 
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process needs to be implemented or a critical bug is detected. Provided they possess 
cross-domain knowledge and can communicate using a language both actors 
understand, they are also capable of discussing these issues and to ensure that both 
have the same understanding of the content and criticality of the issue and to set up 
actions to be taken based on exchange and combination of their information about 
the issue, the business process and the IT application, e.g., changes in the IT 
application to be implemented or workarounds in the business process to be 
developed. Knowing that the respective other actor possesses cross-domain-
knowledge, i.e., is in a position to understand the issue and to contribute to its 
solution, the actors will anticipate value from engaging in exchange and combination 
with the interface actor of the other unit, instead of trying to resolve the issue in their 
own unit. Also, if they trust in the other and hence expect that she won't take actions 
that are not appropriate from their point of view (Misztal, 1996), e.g., they won't 
escalate the issue in an inappropriate way, and if they anticipate value from this 
exchange and combination, the motivation to engage with the other actor increases.  
If, supported by their strong tie, the two relevant interface actors discuss the issue in 
such an educated way, applying their cross-domain knowledge and developing 
actions to be taken, thus creating knowledge about how to resolve the issue, they 
increase the probability that the issue gets solved, hence, improving the support of 
business processes by IT applications (operational integration). 
If, due to a lack of tie strength between the interface actors, they do not discuss such 
topics because they do not have access to each other, do not anticipate value from 
exchange and combination of information with each other, or are not motivated or 
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capable to engage in exchange and combination, issues will either be discussed 
within the units, or one interface actor would circumvent the other and directly 
contact the other unit.  
In the first case, if, e.g., the business unit tries to solve the issue on their own, they 
may either implement a non-IT workaround or an IT-workaround not integrated in 
the respective IT application, e.g., an additional spreadsheet, thus creating 
discontinuities and inefficiency in the process and reducing business/IT alignment in 
terms of operational integration, which could be avoided by involving the IT unit 
through the interface actor,.  
If one interface actor circumvents the other, she may contact the wrong person, 
resulting in inefficiency in the change process, finding the right actor. Second, this 
may worsen the position of the circumvented interface actor to fill in her role in the 
future because she may not be sufficiently informed about critical issues in the past, 
thus decreasing operational integration in the future.  
Hence, strong ties between interface actors, improve the creation of knowledge about 
how the issue, e.g., change request or critical bug, is to be resolved and thereby 
operational integration. 
Second, the connection of interface actors via strong bridging ties increases solidarity 
between business and IT interface actors, which is characterized by compliance with 
local rules and customs, a reduced need for formal controls, greater commitment and 
faster conflict resolution. This is amongst others due to the fact that actors are willing 
to come to a compromise that may not fully meet their demands, knowing that in the 
future their counterpart might compromise on her demands (Adler and Kwon, 2002). 
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It depends on the existence of common norms and rules, which can be interpreted as 
a shared vision or shared goal: When norms and rules are commonly accepted, the 
adherence to these rules and norms becomes a shared goal. Another aspect positively 
influencing solidarity is interaction since a high degree of interaction between 
members of a network ensures that a violation of rules will most probably not go 
undetected. Thus even people willing to violate the rules or norms may not dare 
doing so (Adler and Kwon, 2002). 
Benefiting from faster conflict resolution and greater commitment, i.e., solidarity, 
interface actors connected via strong bridges, are in a better position to improve 
operational alignment. If, for example, the business unit wants to implement a 
change and the IT unit faces issues with implementing this change in due time, 
solidarity between these two units increases the commitment of the IT unit to 
implement this change, i.e., they may be willing to prioritize this change request or to 
put additional effort into its implementation knowing that both units work towards a 
common goal and that in the future the business unit might be willing to come to a 
compromise to meet the interest of the IT unit, e.g., by providing additional details 
regarding a changed requirement on short notice if required.  
Hence, through this type of enhanced commitment based on increased solidarity, 
which in turn is developed based on strong ties between business and IT interface 
actors, business/IT alignment in terms of operational integration can be enhanced. 
And third, the connection of interface actors via strong bridging ties increases the 
power of the interface actor to control the communication channel between business 
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and IT, thus increasing efficiency and allowing all actors to focus on the common 
goal to align IT applications with business processes. 
Emerson (1962) defines power as follows: "The power of actor A over actor B is the 
amount of resistance on the part of B which can be potentially overcome by A" 
(p. 32). Thus, powerful people are in a position to influence others to act in a way 
they wouldn't have if the focal influencing actor had not been powerful. This kind of 
power is not only beneficial for the powerful individual but also for the group since 
powerful people can engage in leadership roles and hence the group becomes more 
efficient and effective (Adler and Kwon, 2002).  
In the context of socio-structural patterns, power is derived from connecting 
otherwise not connected subgroups (Burt, 1992). In his theory of structural holes, 
Burt (1992) argues that actors connecting such groups can control the interaction 
between these groups and thus are in a powerful position. Thus, while in the previous 
discussions around the creation of knowledge and solidarity, the strength of ties 
between interface actors was in the focus, it is now their bridging character that 
increases the power of interface actors.  
Based on their control of the communication between business and IT, i.e., their 
spanning of a structural hole between both units, interface actors can prevent that the 
intended communication channel between business and IT via the interface actors is 
circumvented and that IT and business actors are contacted by multiple persons from 
the respective other unit and that they thus hear similar circumstances multiple times 
and potentially even in contradictory ways, thus creating inefficiency in the change 
process, if the interface actor is not in charge of this communication. In the best case, 
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the IT unit would be aware of this fact before changing the IT application, but would 
still need to spend time, hearing the same information multiple times or even 
bringing to light the correct version of the issue, thus doing the job of the interface 
actor instead of engaging in their actual work, i.e., improving the implementation of 
business processes in the IT application and thus enhancing business/IT alignment 
(Walentowitz et al., 2010). In a worst case scenario, they would not become aware of 
this fact and different actors in the IT unit would work on resolving different 
instances of an identical issue, which may even result in additional bugs in the 
system. 
Thus, having established an efficient and effective communication channel between 
business and IT through her bridging ties to her counterpart, and thus her grown 
power, the interface actor improves operational alignment.  
A strong connection of interface actors within their own unit (S2) is another 
important prerequisite for the creation of new knowledge of how IT applications and 
business processes can be aligned. The above discussion about a strong connection of 
interface actors, which is beneficial for the creation of new knowledge, assumes that 
the interface actors on both sides possess all relevant information about the issue and 
the implementation of this business process in the IT application (Walentowitz et al., 
2010).  
This assumption is only valid when the interface actors are in a position to receive 
the respective information from their own unit, i.e., for the business interface actor: 
to exchange and combine information with the persons, e.g., changing the business 
processes or detecting issues in the IT application during their day-to-day work, i.e., 
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the other actors in the business unit, and for the IT interface actor: to exchange and 
combine information with the persons implementing the business processes and 
maintaining the relevant IT application, i.e., the other actors in the IT unit.  
This ability to combine and exchange information with the other business actors, or 
the other IT actors respectively, is ensured by a strong connection with them in terms 
of frequent interaction, shared knowledge and language, common goals and trust. 
Similarly to the interface actors described above, non-interface actors will be more 
likely to engage in exchange and combination with interface actors, if connected to 
them via such strong ties, because it increases their access to the interface actor, their 
anticipation of value, their motivation for exchange and combination and the 
capability to exchange and combine information with the interface actor (Nahapiet 
and Ghoshal, 1998; Walentowitz et al., 2010).  
Hence, e.g., in the case of an issue or change request, i.e., due to a change in the 
business process or a critical bug, the non-interface actors in the business unit will 
inform the business unit's interface actor and rely on her to take the necessary actions 
in collaboration with the IT units interface actor. Hence, the issue gets resolved by 
the intended means, i.e., the change in the business process gets implemented or the 
bug gets fixed, thus improving support of the business process in the IT application, 
thus business/IT alignment in terms of operational integration. In the case that they 
do not inform the interface actor and either try to resolve the issue within the 
business unit or contact someone else in the business unit, this could have a negative 
effect on business/IT alignment.  
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Trying to resolve the issue within the unit would result in the discontinuities in 
processes described above; contacting the other unit directly would result in 
inefficiencies in the change process as described above, hence, preventing the 
business and IT unit to focus on their common goal of alignment.  
Hence, a strong connection of the interface actors with their own unit increases the 
possibility of exchange and combination between non-interface and interface-actors 
in one unit, thus increasing the probability of the creation of relevant new knowledge 
at the interface between business and IT, thus enhancing operational integration.  
A strong connection of interface actors with their management (S3) increases the 
power of the interface actor and thus improves business/IT alignment in terms of 
operational integration (Walentowitz et al., 2010). Power does not only arise from 
connecting otherwise not connected actors but also from being connected to other 
powerful actors (Brass and Burkhardt, 1992). Hence, in the context of our research, 
interface actors can be regarded as powerful people, if they are connected to the 
management, i.e., powerful actors.  
Due to this power, interface actors are in a better position to get themselves heard, 
i.e., if they have an important information from one unit relevant to the other unit, 
actors in the other unit, will be more likely to listen to the interface actor and 
consider the piece of information and invest time in resolving the problem 
(Walentowitz et al., 2010), if the interface actor is a powerful person, because she 
then is in a better position to resolve resistance from the persons she wants to inform 
(Emerson, 1962).  
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If, for example, the business interface actor wants to inform the IT unit about a 
change in the business process, she will be more likely to induce the IT unit to 
discuss relevant changes with her and the business unit and to adequately change the 
application, if she has greater power. On the other hand, if the IT interface actor 
wants to inform the business unit about a technical issue resulting in functional 
deficiencies in the IT application, she has a greater chance of discussing possible 
workarounds in the business process with the business unit, hence improving the 
alignment of business processes and IT applications (Walentowitz et al., 2010).  
Overall model: In the previous sections, we explained why strong bridges between 
interface actors and a high closeness-centrality of interface-actors vis-à-vis other 
actors in their unit as well as vis-à-vis their management, positively influence 
business/IT alignment in terms of operational integration. We derived the following 
relations between socio-structural patterns and operational integration: 
• Strong bridging ties between business and IT interface actors in terms of 
frequent interaction, cross-domain-knowledge, shared goals and trust (S1), 
i.e., a high betweenness-centrality of interface actors, are beneficial for the 
creation of knowledge combining and exchanging knowledge from both units 
and describing how IT can best support business processes. 
• The creation of this type of knowledge is further enhanced when the interface 
actors are connected to their units with strong ties as defined above (S2), 
because these ties ensure that they are aware of all relevant information.  
• The creation of this type of knowledge enhances business/IT alignment in 
terms of operational integration. 
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• Strong ties between business and IT interface actors (S1) generate solidarity 
between business and IT units. 
• This solidarity in turn enhances business/IT alignment in terms of operational 
integration because it fosters greater commitment and faster conflict 
resolution. 
• Finally, the power of interface actors is enhanced by their connection to the 
management (S3) and the fact that they channel the communication between 
business and IT (S1). 
• This power positively influences business/IT alignment because it enhances 
efficiency and effectiveness of the collaboration. 
Figure 2 pictures these propositions:  
Business/IT align-
ment in terms of ope-
rational integration
Solidarity between








Strong connection of 





Strong connection of 






Figure 2 Relations between socio-structural patterns and business/IT 
alignment 
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
Our research revealed that socio-structural patterns not only at the top management 
level but also at the operational level of business and IT units, especially patterns that 
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include the interface actors, are of vital importance for business/IT alignment. We 
found that strong bridges at the interface between business and IT, strong ties 
between an interface actor and the other actors in her unit and strong ties between an 
interface actor and her management positively influence alignment since they 
enhance the creation of knowledge combining knowledge of business (about business 
processes) and IT (about the IT application portfolio), increase solidarity between 
business and IT, and enlarge the power of interface actors.  
These patterns on operational level differ from those discussed in literature on top 
management level in the fact that they are more complex structures instead of being 
attributes of single relations (e.g., cross-domain knowledge between IT and business 
executives (Reich and Benbasat, 2000)). They are also more complex since they 
involve more types of actors on operational level: While on top management level 
literature distinguishes IT executives from business executives, on the operational 
level, there are IT and business interface actors, IT and business non-interface actors 
and IT and business managers, thus six groups, between which an ideal structure 
needs to be set up.  
Hence, this research contributes to alignment research by expanding knowledge 
about beneficial socio-structural patterns from the top-management level to the 
operational level and by explaining why and how these patterns positively influence 
alignment. This is particularly important because despite the vast knowledge about 
relations on top management level beneficial to alignment, alignment is empirically 
still not solved. We also extend prior research by including socio-structural patterns 
beyond the direct interface, i.e., the social structures present between an interface 
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actor and her own unit as well as between her and her management, which also show 
to be of vital importance for business/IT alignment.  
Based on these insights into the precise relations between precise social structures on 
the one hand and business/IT alignment in terms of operational integration on the 
other hand, researchers engaging in qualitative research and practitioners can 
diagnose in a more detailed way why a focal enterprise faces problems in aligning 
their business processes and their IT application portfolio. They can then set up a 
revised organization allowing for a social structure beneficial for alignment. They 
can, e.g., choose future interface actors based on their knowledge of the respective 
other domain, their existing relations, e.g., in terms of trust, to employees from both 
domains, and on their access to relevant information.  
The proposed SNA-measures describing the above mentioned structures, i.e., 
betweenness-centrality and closeness-centrality of interface actors in different 
networks, can be used to determine how much an investigated organization deviates 
from ideal structures.  
A possible limitation to our research lies in its total focus on the operational level in 
both, socio-structural patterns discussed and the definition of alignment adopted. On 
the one hand, this focus allows us to deeply understand the topic at hand, but on the 
other hand organizations should strive at multivariately aligning multiple dimensions 
of alignment in order to avoid internal inconsistencies, i.e., mutually conflicting 
directions (Henderson and Venkatraman, 1993).  
Hence, future research should first go into similar detail of further dimensions of 
alignment, which have not been analyzed in that detail to date, and in a second step, 
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combine the findings about multiple dimensions, developing an overall 
understanding of which factors are best suited to multivariately align multiple 
dimensions of alignment.  
Overall, we can conclude that besides social structures at top management level, such 
structures at operational level are of vital importance for business/IT alignment. Case 
study researchers and practitioners can build on the developed model in order to 
diagnose issues inhibiting alignment and to develop a new organizational structure 
that takes into account social influence factors when aiming at alignment 
improvements.  
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